Safe country of origin (SCO) policies have become very popular in many of the European countries. Scholars however disagree whether this leads to policy convergence or divergence. Based on the absence of a comprehensive dataset from which to make such a convergence/divergence observation, this paper consequently describes the development of SCO policies in depth, and their variation over time and across member states. It is observed that SCO policies adopted at the domestic level are becoming increasingly similar across EU member states, especially with regard to certain regions (the Western Balkans and West Africa). Following from these observations, several mechanisms behind the established trends are discussed. The paper is based on an original dataset of the SCO designations for all EU member states over the time period 1990-2013 as well as on interviews with ministry officials in several EU member states.
Introduction
Asylum policy is essentially about whether or not an individual is allowed to remain in the territory of a state in the light of persecution. Until very recently, the policy field of asylum remained firmly in the hands of member states, with limited competences for supranational institutions. European cooperation on this matter is a rather recent phenomenon. The ball was set rolling by the Single European Act of 1986 and member states' agreement on the free movement of goods, capital, services and, most importantly, people. Policymakers from London, Paris or Berlin acknowledged that cooperation on asylum was in their interest and built up a now complex European asylum governance structure.
1 Tension between the need for supranational cooperation, on the one hand, and the prevalence of state sovereignty, on the other, accounts for a complex institutionalization of European asylum governance. Formal institutions coexist with informal ones, soft rules complement hard law, and commitment does not necessarily follow cooperation. 2 While these institutional complexities have been discussed before, their consequences for national asylum policies still remain to be thoroughly analyzed.
This paper looks at one particular element in the field of asylum policies, namely safe country of origin (SCO) policies. These policies exemplify the core dilemma of modern asylum administration, namely adhering to international refugee law by thoroughly However, there so far exists little analysis of the European impact on domestic SCO policies. No comprehensive overview exists that captures variation across member states and time since the first introduction of these policies in the early 1990s. Existing overviews at best cover a selection of member states or time periods. 6 The most recent documentation of national SCO policies was compiled by the ELENA project in 2005. 7 Nevertheless, despite its significant merits this study did not cover all the EU member states. Most importantly, none of the above-mentioned collections give a temporal overview of the development of SCO policies and therefore do not provide any ground for discussing possible convergence of SCO policies across EU member states.
Based on the absence of such an overview, it is not surprising that authors who have discussed the convergence/divergence question regarding SCO policies have come to very different conclusions. While some argue that the application of the SCO concept and national SCO lists diverge 8 , others observe convergence. 9 Both camps provide little systematic evidence to support their claims. This disagreement illustrates the core puzzle 6 European Parliament (1996) which drives the present analysis. On the one hand, divergence might be expected because there is no formal harmonization at the EU level; on the other hand, one would expect convergence because countries seem to orientate their own policies in line with those of others. 10 Consequently, the very first task of the researcher is to empirically analyze the SCO policies of each member state in order to make a qualified statement about convergence or divergence. Based on the results of such an examination, I will discuss several mechanisms accounting for the patterns observed.
The paper proceeds as follows: Section 2 clarifies the terms used, most importantly safe country and safe country of origin. Section 3 outlines the start of intergovernmental cooperation and developments at the EU level. Sections 4 and 5 present national-level data and suggest mechanisms that can explain the observations. The national-level analysis will focus on several aspects of the SCO notion, namely its formalization in national asylum law, the number of SCO lists and designations (all section 4) and the composition of SCO lists (section 5).
The notion of safe country of origin
Safe country of origin belongs to a concept family which has existed since the early 1990s and includes a number of notions. 'Safe country' refers to 'countries which are determined either as being non-refugee-producing countries or as being countries in 10 Byrne, R., Noll, G. and J. cultural affinities with regions of origin; and the ability of countries to firmly distinguish between genuine and fraudulent asylum seekers. Martenson and McCarthy (1998) point to the danger of declaring countries of origin to be safe due to the susceptibility of the practice to political manipulation. As will be shown in the analysis later, this is likely to happen because EU member states use their SCO lists to whitewash the human rights records of some countries of origin.
A safe country of origin is a country in which there is generally and consistently no risk of persecution. Definitions in national and European law are often more specific, but the core idea is the same: the situation in the country of origin in general is safe enough to presume that an asylum seeker is not entitled to international protection in another country. Normally, national asylum authorities examine an asylum claim with regard to the general situation in the country of origin and with regard to the claimant's individual grounds. When applying the safe country of origin notion, the individual part is reduced and often linked to fewer procedural safeguards (i.e. limited possibilities for appeal). The essence of the safe country concept is the reverse of the burden of proof. While the collection of evidence is a task normally shared between the official assessing the claim and the asylum seeker, the burden of proof is now entirely placed on the claimant. He is presumed to have arrived from a safe country and he himself has to prove that this is not the case. asylum seekers (being citizens of the country in question), and applicants from these countries can be considered through an accelerated procedure, often with fewer procedural safeguards.
The following section illustrates how difficult it is for EU member states to agree on an EU-wide common legal framework for SCO policies, and why it is nevertheless interesting to have a closer look at the (failed) common SCO list and its proponents.
European cooperation on safe country of origin policies

The start of intergovernmental cooperation on SCO
The possibility of accelerated procedures was first discussed by UNHCR in the context of manifestly unfounded asylum applications. In 1983 UNHCR acknowledged the fact that there are some asylum applications from individuals who clearly have no valid claim, socalled manifestly unfounded or abusive applications. 19 These applications could be processed through an accelerated procedure. Acceleration was limited to cases which are clearly fraudulent or do not relate to the grounds of international protection. However, the idea of processing some applications faster than others remained rather general and, importantly, was still very much linked to procedural safeguards. 20 The concept of safe countries was not explicitly mentioned in this context, but it may easily be subsumed into the category of claims having no ground for protection.
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In the early 1990s, the idea of accelerated procedures was further fuelled by a massive influx of asylum seekers in several European countries. It did not take long before the first countries (Switzerland and Belgium) picked up on the idea of accelerated procedures and started listing so-called safe countries. Here, we can already see an early pattern of list compilations, which will be discussed in more detail in section five: national lists
were not compiled because certain countries were presumed to be safe, but because there was a considerable (and unwanted) number of asylum seekers from countries with generally low asylum acceptance rates. In 1992, the ministers of the member states of the possibility of an accelerated processing of asylum claims; they also emphasized the need for harmonized action: 'Member States have the goal to reach common assessment of certain countries that are of particular interest in this context'. 25 The London Resolution can be marked as the birth of cooperation on SCO policies for two reasons: on a substantive level, it is the first intergovernmental agreement (though non-binding)
allowing for manifestly unfounded applications on the basis of a general assessment of the country of origin. On a procedural level, it is the first expression of a common will of EU member states to agree on such an assessment, or to work towards a common list of safe countries of origin.
EU policy and the Asylum Procedures Directive
The first binding agreement on countries to be considered safe was made in 1999. With (3)). Both minor changes were adopted. Ultimately, nothing really has changed. It is thus difficult to see how the recast of the Asylum Procedures Directive will contribute towards more convergence on SCO procedures.
The national regulation of SCO policies
As discussed above, common criteria for which countries can be designated safe were 
Data
The following analysis of national SCO policies is based on an extensive data collection. 
Introduction of SCO policies
This part of the analysis shows that there is convergence regarding the existence of the SCO notion in domestic asylum law and discusses two possible explanations. By 2006, nearly all member states had introduced the possibility of designating countries of origin as safe in their national asylum law. Figure 1 shows the years in which member states introduced the SCO notion into their national asylum law. The number of EU-27 countries with a SCO policy has greatly increased over time.
While in 1991 only five EU member states had SCO policies in their domestic asylum law and most of the current EU-27 countries had no reference to SCO whatsoever, the picture has now completely changed. In 2013, only four EU member states had no SCO policy (ES, GR, IT, SE). Thus, there is a clear trend towards convergence of national asylum laws regarding the formalization of the SCO notion.
There are a number of explanations why the SCO notion has spread so rapidly in domestic asylum law. Most of the EU-15 introduced SCO notions into their national asylum law in the 1990s. At that time, the break-up of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia led to large streams of refugees trying to claim asylum in one of the old member states. 
Introduction of SCO lists and number of designations
Many member states have designated countries of origin as safe and have thus contributed to a trend towards more lists and more designations. imposition, referring to a constellation of events in which countries (or rather their policy decisions) force other countries to adopt certain (similar) policies. 42 If this is indeed the underlying mechanism, it provides a worrying picture, because it would lead to a race to the bottom, since no country wants to be the weakest point of entry: any SCO designation in one country would trigger similar policy changes in other countries. This could be an explanation for the tremendous growth in SCO designations seen in this section.
However, we can only confirm this copycat or imposition argument if we look at the content of the lists -the actual countries of origin declared safe.
The content of national SCO lists
Up to this point, the paper has discussed the bigger picture of SCO policies in Europe, the presence of such policies and lists, their implications, and the number of designations.
The analysis will now zoom in on the actual composition of the SCO lists. Where these lists exist, they have become more similar over time. In spite of a large but decreasing number of unilateral decisions on SCO designations, member states nowadays agree on their safety assessments of two parts of the world, the Western Balkans and West Africa.
After presenting the data, several explanations will be discussed, including the abovementioned copycat game and also the nature of the countries of origin and, most importantly, the ratio of the number of asylum seekers from a certain country of origin to the acceptance rates of them.
What countries of origin are we actually talking about when discussing SCO policies?
The simple answer to this question is nearly all countries. Almost any country one can 
The copycat game
In previous sections I have suggested that the copycat game (rather than EU developments) is a convincing explanation for the spread of SCO policies across Europe. Independently of the country of origin, a crucial role for national asylum policy directorates considering using SCO policies seems to be played by the ratio of numbers of asylum seekers coming from a certain country of origin to the actual acceptance rate (i.e. how many claimants are granted protection). Though this rule had been declared void in Belgian law 48 , it seems to be common practice in many EU member states. of origin as safe explicitly confirmed that these policies are used as a mean to deter certain asylum seekers from certain countries of origin, in this case from Serbia. 51 The two most recent examples in this regard have been statements from the Belgian and the German authorities aiming to stop the misuse of asylum procedures by Serbian asylum seekers by means of declaring Serbia a safe country of origin.
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These examples illustrate the most worrying aspect of the SCO policy. In many, if not most cases, it has been introduced as a measure to deter asylum seekers from countries that are considerably safe, and to make sure that if these asylum seekers enter the territory of the state of asylum, they can be processed faster than their 'more genuine' counterparts from, e.g., Somalia, Afghanistan or Iran. What, however, tends to be ignored by policymakers is the fact that pull factors, and restrictive policy measures in particular, play only a very limited role in determining the asylum seeker's choice of country of host. 53 It can also be doubted whether SCO designations indeed speed up the refugee status determination procedure, or only postpone a more thorough check of the asylum application to the appeals stage. No data exists on the success of appeals of SCO cases.
However, the growing case law related to safe country of origin designations in general, may suggest that SCO designations do not speed up but prolong the asylum procedure.
Political considerations concerning the nature of the country of origin
The Western Balkans also serve as an example to illustrate the final explanation. on countries from which the country of asylum actually has many asylum seekers but low acceptance rates, all other factors for SCO designation being subordinate.
Concluding remarks
This paper has discussed European and national developments regarding safe country of origin policies. The governance pattern at the European level is symptomatic of other asylum issues too. Starting with intergovernmental cooperation between those states being pressured by large influxes of asylum seekers, the discussions soon reached the European level. European countries acknowledge a need to adopt a common approach towards SCO policies in order to avoid a potpourri of 27 different SCO practices. policies are an appropriate tool. And finally, the ratio of asylum applications to acceptance numbers: if there is a high influx of asylum seekers from a certain country paired with a low acceptance rate, the country is likely to be put on the SCO list.
Consequently, this will not happen to the classic asylum-producing countries, such as Afghanistan, Iran or Somalia, but it has happened to many countries 'in between'-not failed states but also not consolidated democracies (offering protection to vulnerable groups) -such as Serbia, Senegal, The Ivory Coast, Mali, India and Chile. The example of Serbia featuring prominently on the SCO lists of many EU member states shows that the SCO notion is first and foremost a tool to curb numbers of asylum seekers from the listed country. This argument has been confirmed by ministry officials in several
European countries who are involved in these policy decisions. It is not the purpose of policymakers to create a list of safe countries per se, but to have a workable list that can help cut asylum applications by processing claims faster or even deterring potential claimants from coming to the country.
It comes as no surprise that the national growth in SCO policies has been viewed with skepticism by many stakeholders. More convergence does not seem to have benefitted substantive protection of asylum seekers. Instead, many European countries have been active in establishing country-specific measures, SCO policies being one of them, as legitimate tools to accelerate the asylum procedure. In many cases, this may have come at the expense of the principle of non-refoulement. This is even more worrying as these policies are pursued outside the EU policymaking process. Difficulties encountered by the author while collecting data highlight the lack of transparency in relation to these policy measures. The present analysis has prepared the ground for action and further indepth research by providing a detailed spatial and temporal analysis of SCO policies in Europe, as well as by discussing several explanations accounting for SCO policy-making.
